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1
TENSIONER FOR THE CONTROLLED
CLAMPING AND MOVING OF AN
ELONGATED BODY, IN PARTICULAR FOR
AN INSTALLATION FOR LAYING
PIPELINES, UMBILICALS OR CABLES

TECHNICAL FIELD TO WHICH RELATES THE
INVENTION

The present invention relates to a tensioner for the con-
trolled clamping and moving of an elongated body, adapted
in particular to equip an installation for laying pipelines,
umbilicals or cables.

TECHNOLOGICAL BACK-GROUND

Certain installations are designed to allow the laying of
elongated body, on a receiving surface, in particular flexible
or rigid cables, umbilicals or pipelines. This type of instal-
lation is met in particular on ships equipped for the laying of
cables, umbilicals or pipelines, along sea floors.

Such laying installations generally comprise an equip-
ment called a tensioner ensuring a handling of the elongated
body by clamping and moving it to allow a controlled
laying.

More precisely, a first role of the tensioner is to constantly
clamp the cable, the umbilical or the pipeline in the efficient
manner, taking into account that the weight of the part of the
elongated body that is transferred out of the ship increases
significantly as the laying operation goes along.

The second role of the tensioner is to manoeuver the
elongated body to ensure its longitudinal displacement, in a
controlled manner. The applied speed of laying depends on
several parameters, in particular on the relief of the receiving
surface; this speed of laying also depends on the time
required for assembling the cable, umbilical or pipeline
portions, this assembly being generally made directly on the
ship, at the time of the laying operations.

To fulfil these constraints, the tensioners conventionally
comprise a frame carrying a plurality of guiding boxes that
are mobile perpendicularly to the axis of the elongated body,
to ensure the desired clamping all along the laying of the
elongated body.

But the cables, umbilicals or pipelines frequently exhibit
variations of section over their length, linked in particular to
the presence of welding beads for assembling the various
constitutive segments (causing diameter defects, generally
of the order of 15 mm), or due to the repairing operations
performed in case of degradation (in this case, the variations
of diameter may reach 40 mm, due to the additional repair-
ing layers added).

Due to these variations of section, the clamping force
applied by the present tensioners may change during the
guidance of the laying, and be sometimes too high or too
low.

On the other hand, the clamped segments of the body is
not always optimally centred within the tensioner, hence
creating effort differences between the guiding boxes.

Moreover, a problem is also met with the present tension-
ers in case of power supply cut-off.

Indeed, in this context, the boxes are immobilized relative
to each other, whereas the associated body is liable to still
exert significant efforts on either one of said boxes.

OBIJECT OF THE INVENTION

With regard to these problems, the applicant has devel-
oped a new structure of tensioner that is adapted to ensure
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an efficient clamping of the elongated member, all along the
laying thereof, by a suitable handling whatever the varia-
tions of section thereof.

The corresponding tensioner has also for interest to main-
tain and allow a certain adjustment of the clamping on the
associated elongated body, in case of power supply cut-off.

For that purpose, the operating means associated with
each of the boxes of the tensioner according to the invention
comprise:

(1) at least one linear actuator including an operating cylin-
der extended by spring means, which operating cylinder and
which spring means each have a longitudinal extension axis,
said extension axes being oriented coaxially, or at least
approximately coaxially, relative to each other, so as to form
together the extension axis of said linear actuator, and

(ii) programmable means for controlling said operating
cylinder in extension.

A tensioner equipped with such operating means proves in
practice to be particularly efficient in terms of clamping and
moving of the associated body, thanks to a steady or at least
approximately steady clamping force. This tensioner is more
particularly secure due to the improvement of its clamping
holding capacity in case of power supply cut-off.

According to a preferred embodiment, the operating cyl-
inder(s) consist in electric cylinders each including electric
motor means for the rotational operation of a screw associ-
ated with a nut carried by a rod part.

Still preferably, the spring means consist in a cylinder-
shaped spring, for example a gas spring, a metal spring or an
elastomer spring (advantageously in the form of a cylinder,
i.e. advantageously a gas cylinder, a spring cylinder or an
elastomer cylinder).

According to a particularly interesting embodiment, the
linear actuator is equipped with force sensor means, to
measure at least the value of the compression force exerted
on it, along its longitudinal extension axis; moreover, the
operating cylinder and the spring means each include exten-
sion sensor means, to measure the value of their respective
extensions; and the programmable means control the exten-
sion of said operating cylinder as a function, on the one
hand, of said measured compression force value and of a
compression force set-value, and on the other hand, of the
linear actuator extension value measured by said extension
sensors.

Such a structure aims to further optimize the operation of
the tensioner in terms of clamping of the associated elon-
gated body; it also favours the centering of the segment of
elongated body in the tensioner.

In this case, the tensioner advantageously includes at least
two boxes arranged opposite to each other, distributed about
its axis of symmetry; and the programmable means associ-
ated with said opposite boxes control the extension of the
operating cylinders also as a function of the extension value
of said opposite linear cylinders. Moreover, the program-
mable means advantageously control the extension of the
opposite operating cylinders in such a manner that the
extension values of the opposite linear cylinders are identi-
cal or at least approximately identical.

Furthermore, the extension sensor means equipping the
spring means preferably consist in a linear encoder.

And in the case of operating cylinders consisting in
electric cylinders, the extension sensor means equipping
said cylinder(s) are advantageously each in the form of a
rotational encoder.

Other advantageous characteristics of the invention are
also presented hereinafter:
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the operating cylinders each have a stroke length that is
higher than the stroke length of the spring means;

the linear actuators are each fixed on the tensioner frame
and on one of the guiding boxes, and they are oriented so
that their operating cylinder is fastened to said tensioner
frame, and so that their spring means are fastened to one of
said guiding boxes;

the tensioner is arranged so that its axis of symmetry is
oriented vertically, or at least approximately vertically;

the boxes, at least 2 in number (for example, 2, 3 or 4 in
number) are each equipped with at least one guiding chain.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF AN
EXEMPLARY EMBODIMENT

The invention will be further illustrated, without being
limited in any way, by the following description of a
particular embodiment, given only by way of example, and
shown in the appended drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is an overall perspective view of a tensioner
according to the invention;

FIG. 2 is a perspective view of one of the guiding boxes
equipping the tensioner of FIG. 1, and of its translation
operating means;

FIG. 3 is a perspective view of a linear actuator consti-
tutive of the means for operating the boxes according to FI1G.
1lor2;

FIG. 4 is a side view of the linear actuator of FIG. 3, with
a longitudinal sectional plane;

FIGS. 5A and 5B show the linear actuator according to
FIGS. 3 and 4, in two different configurations: on the one
hand, with the operating cylinder retracted and the elastic
spring means deployed, in FIG. 5A (viewed from the side
and according to a longitudinal sectional plane), and on the
other hand, with the operating cylinder deployed and the
spring means retracted, in FIG. 5B (viewed from the side);

FIGS. 6A and 6B show two opposite guiding boxes,
respectively in spaced-apart configuration (FIG. 6A) and in
close-together configuration (FIG. 6B).

The tensioner 1, shown in FIG. 1, is adapted in particular
to equip an installation for laying pipelines, umbilicals or
cables, intended to be carried by a ship or an off-shore
platform (not shown).

This tensioner 1 comprises a frame 2 that is provided with
means for the fixation thereof on the deck of the ship or of
the off-shore platform; this frame 2 carries guiding boxes 3
that are arranged about an axis of symmetry 4 and that are
intended to clamp a segment of length of the pipeline (or
umbilical or cable) to be laid.

According to the laying method, the tensioner 1 is posi-
tioned so that its axis of symmetry 4 is oriented (i) vertically
or substantially vertically, or (ii) horizontally or at least
substantially horizontally.

In FIG. 1, the guiding boxes 3 are four in number.

According to the design of the tensioner 1, the guiding
boxes 3 may also be two or three in number, or even more.

Within the tensioner 1, the guiding boxes 3 are, as the case
may be, distributed into two pairs, which extend in two
perpendicular planes, crossing each other at a line merged
with the axis of symmetry 4.

As shown in FIG. 2, the guiding boxes 3, of conventional
structure, each comprise an elongated support body 3a on
which is translationally guided a peripheral guiding chain
35, driven by at least one motorized gear 3c.
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As can be seen in FIGS. 6A and 6B, a forward strand of
this peripheral chain 35 extend parallel to the axis of
symmetry 4, to form the surface of contact with a segment
of the body to be laid.

The support body 3a of this guiding box 3 is mounted on
the frame 2 through operating means ensuring the transla-
tional control of the boxes 3 parallel to each other, and
according to a direction perpendicular to the axis of sym-
metry 4 of the tensioner 1.

The operating means associated with each of the boxes 3
comprise (i) linear actuators 5 (FIG. 2), ensuring the trans-
lational displacement of the boxes 3, and (ii) control means
(not shown) for controlling said actuators 5 and said asso-
ciated boxes 3.

More precisely, and as shown in FIG. 2, each box 3 is
associated with a set of four linear actuators 5, distributed by
pairs on either side of the support body 3a. For simplifica-
tion, these linear actuators 5 are not shown in FIG. 1.

These different actuators 5 have an identical structure, as
described hereinafter with reference to FIGS. 3 and 4.

As can be seen in FIGS. 3 and 4, each linear actuator 5 is
consisted by (i) an operating cylinder 6, extended by (ii)
spring means 7.

The operating cylinder 6 and the associated spring means
7 have respectively a longitudinal extension axis 6' and 7.

These extension axes 6' and 7' are oriented coaxially, or at
least approximately coaxially, relative to each other, to form
together the general extension axis 5' of the linear actuator
5.

The operating cylinder 6 herein consists in an electric
cylinder including electric motor means 6a for rotationally
driving an operating screw 64, preferably a satellite-roll
screw, associated with a mobile rod element 6¢, through a
satellite nut 6d.

Such an electric cylinder may be chosen among those
commercially available. It advantageously has a pushing
(and/or pulling) force higher than or equal to 250 kN, with
a stroke higher than or equal to 250 mm.

On the other hand, the motor means 6a may include a low
power reduction and/or a two-rotational-direction reduction.

This electric cylinder 6 is also advantageously chosen
among those including two extension speeds: (i) a slow
clamping speed, for example over 50 mm, and (ii) a fast
approach speed, corresponding for example to a speed twice
higher than the above-mentioned clamping speed.

The spring means 7 advantageously consist in a device
provided with elastic means so that it can recover its initial
shape when the deformation stress is stopped, advanta-
geously in the form of a spring-effect (or return-spring)
cylinder.

The spring means 7 are advantageously chosen among the
cylinder-shaped springs, i.e. preferably the gas-type, metal-
spring or elastomer compression/tension springs.

These spring means are moreover advantageously chosen
among those commercially available, and which have a
linear stiffness over a stroke comprised between 50 and 150
mm, and preferably a linear stiffness over a stroke of the
order of 100 mm.

Preferably, the stiffness of these spring means 7 is chosen
with a capacity higher than or equal to 250 kN.

The two elements 6 and 7 constitutive of the linear
actuator 5 are juxtaposed and fastened to each other, in
combination with fixation means (for example of the bolting
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type). More precisely, the spring means 7 are herein carried
by the mobile part 6¢ of the operating cylinder 6.

The thus-consisted linear actuator 5 includes:

(1) a first end 5Sa, consisted by the free end of the operating
cylinder 6 (at the opposite of the spring means 7), including
means for its fastening to the tensioner frame 2, consisted for
example by the pins of the cylinder, and

(i) a second end 55, consisted by the free end of the spring
means 7 (at the opposite of the operating cylinder 6),
including means 55 for its fastening to the associated box 3
(and in particular its support body 3a), for example in the
form of an instrumented axis (indicated the effort applied by
the cylinder).

For an optimum control of the clamping action of the
boxes 3 on the associated elongated body, a set of sensor
means is provided for measuring physical quantities at the
associated linear actuators 5.

At least one of the linear actuators 5 associated with each
box 3 is equipped with such sensor means. But, preferen-
tially, all the linear actuators 5 are equipped with these
sensor means.

Firstly, the linear actuator 5 is equipped with force sensor
means, to measure the compression, and possibly tension,
force value, that is exerted on it according to a direction
oriented coaxially to its longitudinal extension axis 5' and
generated by the body bearing on the associated box 3.

These force sensor means (schematically shown in FIG.
3) are advantageously chosen among:

(1) motor-torque control means equipping the motor
means 6a of the electric cylinder 6, and/or

(ii) effort sensor means, for example of the load cell type,
which are installed at its end 55 intended to be associated
with one of the boxes 3.

The motor-torque control means consist for example in
means for measuring the electric current in the motor.

The effort sensor means consist for example in a device of
the strain gauge type, in this case in the form of an
instrumented axis.

These force sensor means allow to obtain a compression
(and/or tension) value exerted on the actuator, advanta-
geously expressed in Newton.

On the other hand, the linear actuator 5 is also equipped
with extension sensor means, to measure the value of its
extension along the longitudinal axis 5'.

More precisely, the operating cylinder 6 and the spring
means 7 each include their own extension sensor means, to
measure the value of their respective extension and the total
extension value of the actuator 5.

The extension sensor means equipping the electric cylin-
der 6 advantageously consist in a rotational encoder 10 that
is associated with the screw 6b. It may be, for example, an
absolute rotational encoder.

The elastic spring means 7 are equipped with a linear
encoder 11 that is chosen, for example, among the absolute
magnetic band encoders, the cable displacement sensors, or
the capacitive displacement sensors.

The programmable means (schematically shown in FIG.
2) are connected to the linear actuators 5 and to their
different sensor means, so as to ensure the optimum control
of the boxes 3, in particular in terms of clamping on the
guided body.

These programmable means include means for control-
ling the extension of the operating cylinder 6 as a function:
(1) on the one hand, of the compression force value measured
by the above-mentioned force sensor means and taking into
account a compression force set-value,
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(i1) on the other hand, of the extension value of the linear
actuator 5 measured by the extension sensors 10 and 11.

These programmable means, suitably configured, aim to
ensure an optimum clamping force of the boxes 3 on the
pipeline (or umbilical or cable), and to correctly adjust the
position of the segment of pipeline with respect to the axis
of symmetry 4 of the tensioner 1. They also allow to keep
constant the effort between the different cylinders.

In practice, the compression force set-value is adjusted
and chosen so as to be advantageously located in the middle,
or in a defined intermediate position, of the linear stiffness
stroke of the elastic spring means 7.

In parallel of this setting of the clamping of the boxes 3
on the pipeline (or umbilical or cable), the structure of the
tensioner 1 allows to know at any time the extension value
of each linear actuator 5.

This functional feature allows the programmable means to
control the extension of the operating cylinders 6 so that the
linear actuators 5 associated with the opposite boxes 3 have
identical, or at least approximately identical, extension val-
ues.

FIGS. 5A and 5B illustrate the movements of the two
elements 6 and 7 constitutive of the above-described linear
actuator 5.

The cylinder 6 is operated in retraction (FIG. 5A) and in
extension (FIG. 5B) by the programmable means, along its
longitudinal extension axis 6'.

The spring means 7 are independent with respect to the
programmable means; they undergo phenomena of exten-
sion (FIG. 5A) and retraction (FIG. 5B) as a function of the
compression force exerting on the linear actuator 5, along its
longitudinal axis 5'.

An exemplary implementation of two opposite boxes 3 is
schematically illustrated in relation with FIGS. 6A and 6B,
for the clamping of a pipeline A (or umbilical or cable).

The first operation step consists in a phase of clamping the
pipeline A.

For that purpose, each rotational motor 6a of the linear
actuators 5 is actuated in fast speed to ensure the deployment
of the electric cylinder 6 (as illustrated in FIG. 5B) and to
carry out the first millimeters of approach towards the
pipeline A.

When the boxes 3 arrive at a few millimeters of the point
of impact, the motors 6a switch to the small speed.

At the moment of the impact, the spring means 7 are
compressed (as illustrated in FIG. 5B), until the measured
compression force value reaches the predetermined set-
value.

When this set-value is reached, the programmable means
control the stopping of the motors 6a and their locking into
position.

The clamping on the segment of pipeline A is then
complete and suitable (FIG. 6B).

From this clamped configuration of the boxes 3 on the
pipeline A, the process than passes to a so-called phase of
regulation and controlled moving of the pipeline. For that
purpose, the driving chains 3¢ of the boxes 3 are operated to
ensure the controlled translation of the pipeline A, as illus-
trated by the arrow F in FIG. 6B. If the section of the
pipeline A varies between the two boxes 3, the elastic spring
means 7 are compressed or deployed, hence maintaining a
regular clamping effort on the elongated body A on its way.

In the case where the compression force value reaches a
maximum or minimum threshold value, the programmable
means restart the motor 6a of the corresponding electric
cylinder(s) 6, at the small speed, for their retraction or
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deployment, respectively, over a sufficient distance to
recover the compression force set-value.

In this phase of regulation, the boxes 3 are also operated
s0 as to maintain an optimum centering of the pipeline A
with respect to the general axis 4 of the tensioner 1. For that
purpose, the programmable means control the extension of
the operating cylinders 6 so that the extension values of the
linear actuators 5 associated with the opposite boxes 3 are
identical or at least approximately identical.

Of course, a similar control is implemented on the other
two boxes 3 constitutive of the tensioner 1.

In the case of a stopping of control of the linear actuators
5 (power supply cut-off, failure of the control means, etc.),
the elastic spring means 7 allow to preserve a possibility of
length variation at the boxes 3, hence adapted to limit up to
a certain level the compression efforts exerted on these latter.

The tensioner according to the invention proves to be
particularly efficient to ensure the controlled clamping and
moving of a body exhibiting variations of section. It also
ensures a function of security, by maintaining a clamping on
the elongated body during the laying, in case of a non-
wanted stop of control of the associated actuators.

The invention claimed is:

1. A tensioner for the controlled clamping and moving of
an elongated body (A), which tensioner (1) comprises a
frame (2) carrying at least two guiding boxes (3) that are
arranged about an axis of symmetry (4), for clamping a
segment of said elongated body (A), the guiding boxes (3)
being mounted mobile on said frame (2) through operating
means (5) arranged so as to ensure translational control of
the extension of the operating cylinder and the spring means,
on the one hand, parallel to each other, and on the other
hand, according to a direction oriented perpendicular to said
axis of symmetry (4),

wherein said operating means (5) associated with each of
said boxes (3) comprise:

(1) at least one linear actuator (5) including an operating
cylinder (6) extended by spring means (7), the operat-
ing cylinder (6) and the spring means (7) each having
a longitudinal extension axis (6', 7'), said extension
axes (6', 7') being oriented at least approximately
coaxially relative to each other, so as to form together
an extension axis (5') of said linear actuator (5), and

(ii) programmable means for controlling said operating
cylinder (6) in extension, wherein each operating cyl-
inder consist in electric cylinders each including elec-
tric motor means for the rotational operation of a screw
associated with a rod part through a nut.
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2. The tensioner according to claim 1, characterized in
that the one or more spring means (7) consist in a cylinder-
shaped spring.

3. The tensioner according to claim 1, characterized in
that each linear actuator is equipped with force sensor
means, to measure at least the value of the compression
force exerted on said linear actuator (5), in that each
operating cylinder and the spring means (7) each include
extension sensor means (10, 11) to measure the value of their
respective extension, and in that the programmable means
control the extension of each operating cylinder (6) as a
function, on the one hand, of said measured compression
force value and of a compression force set-value, and on the
other hand, of the extension value of the linear actuator (5)
measured by said extension sensors (10, 11).

4. The tensioner according to claim 3, characterized in
that the tensioner includes at least two guiding boxes (3)
arranged opposite to each other, distributed about the axis of
symmetry (4) of the frame, and in that the programmable
means associated with the opposite guiding boxes (3) con-
trol the extension of the operating cylinders (6) of the
opposite guiding boxes as a function also of the extension
value of the opposite linear actuators (5).

5. The tensioner according to claim 4, characterized in
that the programmable means control the extension of the
opposite operating cylinders (6) so that the extension values
of the opposite linear actuator (5) are at least approximately
identical.

6. The tensioner according to claim 3, characterized in
that the extension sensor means (11) equipping the spring
means (7) consist in a linear encoder.

7. The tensioner according to claim 3, wherein the exten-
sion sensor means (10) equipping said operating cylinder (6)
consist in a rotational encoder associated with the screw (656)
of the operating cylinder.

8. The tensioner according to claim 1, characterized in
that the operating cylinders (6) each have a stroke length that
is higher than a stroke length of the spring means (7).

9. The tensioner according to claim 1, characterized in
that the linear actuators (5) are each fixed on the frame (2)
and on one of the guiding boxes (3), the actuators (5) being
oriented so that the operating cylinder (6) of the linear
actuators is fastened to said frame (2) and so that the elastic
spring means (7) of the operating cylinder are fastened to
one of said guiding boxes (3).

10. The tensioner according to claim 4, characterized in
that the programmable means control the extension of the
opposite operating cylinders (6) so that the extension values
of the opposite linear actuator (5) are identical.
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